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Students@nmji

Most Indian school students and their parents believe that there
are only two career tracks for a bright child—engineering and
medicine. This mindset has resulted in the cream of high-school
graduates being concentrated in these two streams. MB,BS students
in most of India’s medical colleges get excellent clinical exposure,
as a direct result of the heavy patient load. Lectures and workshops
by consulting and visiting professors also give a fair idea of how
medicine is to be taught. However, the third pillar of any medical
institution—research—never manages to get a look-in.

Most students are tired of listening to repeated lectures about
the importance of research in medicine. The vast majority of us
stumble through our 5½-year course with just a vague idea of
medical research—it is something that goes on behind closed
doors in our institutions; we read in the newspapers about some
professors winning awards. The absence of any direct academic
benefit from research activity to an MB,BS student has led to a
situation where few fresh graduates evince interest in taking up an
academic career. This state of affairs is in direct contrast to the
situation in most developed nations, where a life in academia is the
first choice for students who display individuality and excellence.

This attitude of a large proportion of the best and brightest our
country has to offer has prevented us from reaching our true
potential. We believe the problem is not a lack of interest, but a
lack of knowledge of how to proceed. When we first became
interested in learning to do research, we were at a loss, as there was
no one-stop source for information. How can one find a laboratory
to work in? Were there any incentives on offer for students? Could
we spend time in some of India’s finest laboratories in spite of
being students? This is why we were driven to write this article.
In our first article for Students@nmji, we provide an overview of
the opportunities for student researchers in India.

History has repeatedly thrown up instances of fresh thinking in
a new direction by young researchers changing the course of
medical treatment. The name of Charles Best, who was a medical
student working with Frederick Banting when they discovered
insulin, has become immortalized in the minds of the medical
fraternity. Paul Langerhans was in medical school in 1869 when
he discovered the eponymous islets in the pancreas. Niels Stensen
(of salivary duct fame) and Bruce MacCullum (plaques in the
heart) too were trainees, who leveraged their inexperience to
discover hitherto unknown entities that were overlooked by more
experienced persons.

Several programmes have been started by government agencies
to promote research activity during our undergraduate years.
Though they differ in their popularity, colleges where these have
been actively promoted have seen an increasing interest among
MB,BS students.

The most sought-after among the schemes is probably the

Kishore Vaigyanik Protsahan Yojana (KVPY), administered by
the Indian Institute of Science (ISI), Bangalore and funded by the
Department of Science and Technology (DST). Begun in 1999, it
is awarded in several fields, and the medical fellowship is given
in association with the Indian Council of Medical Research
(ICMR). Dr Ambujam Nair Kapoor, Senior Deputy Director
General at ICMR, New Delhi, states that it is aimed to promote
scientific research by students at the undergraduate level. Eligible
students should be in their first or second professional years of
MB,BS in the year of application. A minimum of 75% in the Class
XII board examination (65% for SC/ST) or 60% in the first
professional examination (50% for SC/ST) is essential. Applicants
have to design, complete and submit a write-up about a research
project that they plan to do under a faculty member of their choice.
The work can be done in their own or a different institution. It
should not be about a routine, well-established subject, and letters
of recommendation from the faculty are needed to vouch for the
applicant’s contribution to it. The applicant’s creativity and
originality are also assessed in a questionnaire that is to be filled
up and mailed along with report. Applications should be submitted
usually by August/September. Selected applicants are then called
for an interview at the ICMR, New Delhi, where a panel of experts
grade the candidates on their familiarity with the project, their
ideas and their interest in research. Between 5 and 15 scholars are
chosen every year. They receive a monthly fellowship of
Rs 5000–7000 until their internship, in addition to contingency
funds. They are expected to utilize this stipend to do more research
and to attend workshops. In addition, summer programmes for
KVPY fellows are organized in prestigious research and
educational institutions throughout the country. Further
information is available at the KVPY website www.iisc.ernet.in/
kvpy.

The ICMR, in association with Imperial College, London and
the University of Connecticut conducts a workshop to teach
research methodology every year to undergraduate students. The
workshop in 2008, which was held at the Tuberculosis Research
Centre, Chennai, had experts from all these institutions and
several others giving interactive lectures and conducting hands-
on training for a group of 20 students from all over the country.
The invited students were those who had won the KVPY scholarship
for 2006 in medicine. Some institutions such as the All India
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KVPY
• Eligibility: I and II MB,BS
• Stages: Report submission, followed by interview of short-

listed candidates in January–February at ICMR, New Delhi
• Deadline for report submission: September
• Scholarship: Rs 5000–7000 per month
• Website: www.iisc.ernet.in/kvpy
• Contact: Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore or ICMR,

New Delhi
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Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS), New Delhi and Seth G.S.
Medical College, Mumbai, conduct research training programmes
for their own students—these include exposure to study design
and biostatistics.

Another similar scheme is the Short-Term Studentship (STS)
programme of the ICMR, applications for which need to be sent
in by February. Dr Roli Mathur at the ICMR is in charge of the
STS-programme and says that it is the oldest such scheme in the
country, beginning in 1979. Since 2002, the number of applicants
has increased manifold, perhaps indicative of the increased research
interest and awareness among students. It is a flexible scholarship
which only aims to introduce students to the ‘ABC’ of research,
she says. All MB,BS students are eligible and a detailed report of
the work done by the student has to be submitted within a month
of completion of the project (before November). Once selected,
the stipend is Rs 2500 per month for 2 months, which is the time
period over which it is to be completed. Though hundreds of
students across the country are successful every year, the recent
surge in applicants has led to a shortage of manpower, which
sometimes results in delays in processing. ICMR guidelines
mandate a copy of a letter giving ethical clearance for the project,
as well as the consent forms from subjects involved. This is an
interesting step that introduces the student to the basics of ethics
involving human and animal subjects. For most students, it is the
first time they learn about the Institutional Ethics Committee and
its workings. Dr Mathur states that a large number of applicants
are from Maharashtra and Karnataka, with most projects being
done in Community Medicine.

Workshops and conferences are held for selected STS students
where they can see each other’s work every year. The conference
in 2008 saw a decision being taken by the delegates to start a
platform named the Indian Forum for Medical Students’ Research.
Plans are under way to conduct conferences first at the state level
and then to send the winners to an all-India or international
students’ conference. Further information may be obtained from
the ICMR website—http://icmr.nic.in/sts_guidelines.htm

The Jawaharlal Nehru Centre for Advanced Scientific Research
offers a Summer Research Fellowship Programme (JNCASR-
SRFP) in a variety of fields, supported by the DST, Central
Government and Rajiv Gandhi Institute for Contemporary Studies.
It enables selected students to be placed with research groups at
the Centre itself or elsewhere in India. Travel expenses are paid
and a monthly stipend of Rs 5000 is given for a 2-month period
from April to July every year. MB,BS students in their first
and second years are eligible, and though the programme is not
popular yet, it seems to be poised for a takeoff. Similar programmes
are available from the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research
(TIFR), Mumbai, ISI, Bangalore and the National Centre for
Biological Sciences (NCBS), Bangalore. However, these schemes
do not pay stipends and the work has to be carried out at the
respective centres. Research areas in the life sciences include
diseases, developmental biology, molecular biology and genetics,
evolution, immunology, behaviour and several others. Further
information is available at www.jncasr.ac.in/extn_prog/srfp/.

Once a student has completed the project, there is no dearth of
conferences where she/he can learn the ropes of presenting the
work orally or as a poster. There are ample opportunities in large
cities where the municipal corporation or the state medical council
may arrange student meets. Students can choose to continue their

work after receiving the scholarship, and publish their research in
leading journals. After graduation, there are more schemes for
residents and PhD students. Several agencies of the Central
Government such as the DST and ICMR fund fellowships and
travel grants. Junior and senior research fellowships, and the
BOYSCAST programme, among others, promote young scientists
in research careers.

However, national level fellowships can go only so far in
inculcating a research interest in students. The real action has to
be at the level of the institution/college itself, as this is the
organization that is closest to the students, their daily schedules
and their orientation. Countries such as the USA are far ahead of
us in this regard, notable examples being the SURF (Summer
Undergraduate Research Fellowship) program at Caltech (http:/
/surf.caltech.edu), and UROP (Undergrad Research Opportunities
Program) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
(http://web.mit.edu/UROP/). These programmes can be taken up
on a volunteer or credit basis, and have resulted in several start-
ups, spin-offs and patents won by the students. The MD–PhD
programme in American medical schools has also been successful
in grooming doctors with a research interest. Closer home, some
institutions such as AIIMS and the Indian Institutes of Technology
(IITs) have their own summer fellowship schemes. However,
greater levels of penetration are needed, possibly by giving
academic credit to students who take part in them, or by making
it a part of the curriculum.

We hope that this inaugural article has been able to answer
some of the several questions that medical students who want to
do research are puzzled by. We welcome any feedback, suggestions
or additional information that we could share.

Others
• ICMR–CRI–UConn–Imperial College research workshop
• National and regional student/professional conferences
• Internal research schemes for undergraduates in institutes
• TIFR, IISc and NCBS Bangalore programs
• Junior and Senior Research Fellowships, BOYSCAST

scheme (post-MB,BS)

STS
• Eligibility: I, II and III MB,BS
• Stages: Preliminary protocol submission, followed by

detailed report before November (if selected)
• Deadline for preliminary protocol: February
• Scholarship: Rs 2500 for 2 months in summer
• Website: http://icmr.nic.in/sts_guidelines.htm
• Contact: ICMR, New Delhi

JNCASR-SRFP
• Eligibility: I and II MB,BS
• Deadline: January–February
• Scholarship: Rs 5000 per month for 2 months between

April and July
• Website: www.jncasr.ac.in/extn_prog/srfp/
• Contact: JNCASR, Bangalore


